Overcoming the “Nomad camps” by Initiating a New Learning Process on the Example of Bolzano (Italy)  by Lintner, Claudia
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  775 – 779 
1877-0428 © 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Education and Research Center.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.01.296 
ScienceDirect
5th World Conference on Educational Sciences - WCES 2013 
Overcoming the "nomad camps" by initiating a new learning 
process on the example of Bolzano (Italy) 
Claudia Lintner a * 
aFree University of Bolzano, Regensburger Allee 16, Brixen 39041, Italy   
Abstract 
The paper examines both housing and social policies for the Roma and Sinti communities in Bolzano (South Tyrol, 
IT). The aim is to analyse the critical housing and social situation of both minorities in the so called campi nomadi
(“nomad camps”). The paper is based on a qualitative research conducted in Bolzano (Italy), where a total of 20 
semi-structured interviews were carried out. The results show that strategies in order to encourage positive 
interventions assume the construction of a new “pact” between the local community and the “new” minorities. The 
challenge is to overcome “traditional” measures in terms of emergency and to stimulate social cohesion at an 
educational, political and social level and to promote long-lasting development and long-term solutions.  
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1. Introduction 
According to the literature, the "nomad camps" are usually situated along railways, highways, waterways, landfills 
and cemeteries, generally far away from the centre of the bigger cities. People who live here are not visible and the 
land value of the soil is minimal (Sagona, 2005). As a consequence they turn into what  the anthropologist Marc 
Augé (1992) called Non-lieux. In other words, "spaces without any geographical, historical and human 
determination [...] devoid of any reference for those who pass. They create confusion, isolation, and are fully 
functional to control" (Monasta, 2009, p. 32) Places, which Brunello (1996) defines the result of a "Contempt Urban 
Planning". Often restricted to a fence, these Non- places are a case of extreme segregation, which can reproduce the 
same social dynamics of the ghetto (Vitale & Brembilla, 2009, p. 169). The logic of the "nomad camps" is not a 
natural fact, but it is a social and political "co-construction", which is considered "normal" and "natural" on behalf of 
the majority. As a consequence from the vantage point of the local society, the spatial segregation of a certain group 
of people can convert in an expression of a certain lifestyle and cultural tradition. It becomes an "institutionalized 
form of social distance which is expressed in physical separation, […] it defines the boundaries between groups and 
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regulates the interaction” (Somma, 1991, pp. 17-18). To summarize we can say, that there are at least three 
components that build, nurture and constantly reproduce the logic of the "nomad camps": prejudice, stereotypes and 
policies (Sigona, 2005, 2007). These prejudices and stereotypes against Roma and Sinti communities make it 
difficult to develop positive political, social and educational actions. Regarding this consideration, is it possible to 
surmount a policy based on mere control, emergency and segregation and to promote a political participatory 
approach that tends to overcome the logic of the "nomad camps"? This is one of the central questions to which 
various experts endeavour to give an answer (Solimano & Mori 2000, Tosi Cambini, 2006). However, the response 
encounters various problems, such as the palpable climate of racism and xenophobia and the difficulty of "thinking 
different houses" and alternative settlement solutions (Vitale & Brembilla, 2009, p. 75). But thinking about 
alternative ways of settlement is not the root of the problem, which is the principle that to a well-defined group of 
people can be imposed a certain form of living (Tosi, 2008). This means first of all recognizing the plurality and 
heterogeneity of the ways of living, not only between "us" and "them", but even among "them". As a consequence, 
as Tosi (2008, p. 85) emphasizes, every housing formula becomes, "applicable and no one generalized". 
Furthermore, the local public administration plays a decisive role in answering the question of overcoming the 
camps. In fact, in most cases, the authorities seek to provide answers without taking into account the resources and 
capabilities that Roma and Sinti people may have, treating them not as active individuals, but as merely reactive 
individuals (ibidem). As stated by Marcetti et al. (2000, p. 183), "in the colourful city, multi-ethnic and socially 
different in the world of a thousand nationalities, and in particular in the underworld of exclusion and social 
marginalization, the need for participatory policies […] becomes crucial". From this point of you (view) the 
approach of participative social policies becomes an important reference, which aims to observe the services and 
organizations no longer as structures and machines, but as a process aiming to generate social relations that are 
capable of enhancing the involvement of stakeholders (Leonardis De, 2001). This approach is characterized by 
several fundamental aspects such as permeability, flexibility, diversification, listening, engagement and low 
threshold. As Bifulco (2003) underlines, in order to have a certain openness to the territory, the interaction between 
service and space/ territory becomes an essential component. It refers to a process that can bring together services 
and people on the same level and within a precise territory. Especially with regard to housing policies for the Roma 
and Sinti people, the distance between decision-makers and beneficiaries of the project is often enormous. These 
policies seeks commonly, to eliminate the problem quickly, delegating it without really affronting it. And so, 
emergency conquers planning. The problem, as emphasizes Monasta (2009) too, is the recognition of the necessary 
participation of stakeholders and consequently the absence of the construction of a shared path. This form of 
participation takes place within the wider process of social learning. Learning is here meant to be real participation 
in social processes. Following that, lifelong learning is a process which enhances not only social inclusion, active 
citizenship and personal development, but also competitiveness and employability. The term recognizes that 
learning is not confined to childhood or the classroom but takes place throughout life and in a range of situations of 
the social life. 
2. Methodology 
The paper is based on a qualitative research conducted in Bolzano (Italy) from May 2010 to March 2011. Data 
collection was divided into two parts: in the first phase a total of 11 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
experts in the various areas (politic, social work, police, administration). The second phase focused on the 
interviews with people who live in the nomad camps and in the apartments. This second phase was accompanied by 
an extended participatory observation. The analysis of the semi-structured interviews and the participatory 
observation was carried out by using the computer program MaxQDA and an additional category system which has 
been developed. 
3. The example of Bolzano  
Multiculturalism is considered to be one of Europe’s biggest challenges and poses a series of new questions that 
need to be addressed by political entities and single citizens: Which space do the Roma and Sinti minorities (and 
777 Claudia Lintner /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  116 ( 2014 )  775 – 779 
immigrants in general) have in our society, who defines this space and to whom does this space belong? Affronting 
the phenomenon in a border area like South Tyrol is a challenging aspect of the research: The province tackles the 
difficult coexistence between different ethnic groups (Germans, Italians and Ladins) and shows a huge difficulty in 
terms of integration of other- so called "new" minorities in the territory. The questions mentioned above become 
crucial, if we are analyzing the situation of Roma and Sinti people in South Tyrol and its capital city Bolzano. In 
fact, the province of Bolzano has always dealt with minorities. There is, therefore, a certain sense of sensitivity to 
the integration of minority groups. One could claim there should be a greater understanding, and the process of 
social inclusion should be easier than in other Italian contexts. However, the treatment of the Roma and Sinti people 
shows the opposite (Mosaik Cooperativa Sociale, Bolzano et al., 2006). The difficulty of incorporating other ethnic 
groups in the area lays in the fact that the historic coexistence of different ethnic groups is not based on inclusion but 
on parallelism. Bolzano, the capital of the province, is perhaps the place in South Tyrol where the difficult 
coexistence between different ethnic groups has been felt most in the recent history. In the city of Bolzano the 
German group and the Italian group live together, but they have limited contact with each other. Separation between 
the two groups is the norm, from neighborhoods to schools. The schools are, in fact, either German or Italian and 
students are rigidly (socially and spatially) divided. The city is characterized by social boundaries, some historical 
(between Germans and Italians), some recent (due to the high rate of immigration), which shift between private and 
public life. The difficulty of living together with new minorities is largely due to the social distance which is fed 
daily by prejudices, the fear of differences and existing stereotypes. 
3.1 The living situation 
In Bolzano we can find  the two largest "nomad camps" in South Tyrol: the "great camp" where the Roma people 
live is located on a hill on the outskirts of the city, and the camp, where the Sinti people live is located in a junction 
of high speed roads in the periphery of Bolzano, which has the paradoxical name "La Spaghettata”. The "great 
camp" was built in 1996, authorized for about 27 families (Hüller & Abbadessa, 2008). The hill on which it is 
located, is situated about nine kilometres from the centre of Bolzano and can be reached only from a small side 
street. The camp is placed in an area that for a long time has been used as a dumping of highly toxic waste. In 1996, 
the mountain of waste was simply covered and used as a settlement. At the beginning of its construction, the camp 
was nothing more than a dirt field with about six boxes used as a bathroom in the middle. After 1999, the 
municipality of Bolzano has begun substantial renovations of the area, which were not fully functional: The box- 
bathrooms, for example, are still at the center of the space and away from the caravans, which are arranged along the 
sides of the settlement (Stadt Bozen, Stiftung Giovanni Micchelucci, 2005). This organization creates problems 
especially for the elderly and children. None of the families have running water in the house, "I bet we're the only 
ones who live in Bolzano with no water in the house!" (A.L, 2010), may be right. Today, the terrain is paved and is 
divided into 30 smaller plots, on which each core has built his own wooden house. The construction was not 
authorized by the competent authorities, but was subsequently tolerated. Few residents of the area have not yet 
acquired the Italian citizenship and are therefore seen as immigrants. Furthermore, all Roma people living in South 
Tyrol come from living situations of permanence. This means that all of them were used to live in a house (and not 
in a caravan) before arriving in Italy. Living in a caravan is far away from their idea of living. "Roma people have 
become nomads, because we decided it! And when they were in the camp obviously they have tried to recreate now, 
what was their situation in their homelands, with all the limitations" (G.D, 2010). It is also for this reason that the 
desire of the families is to leave the camp as soon as possible in order to move to a private apartment or in one of the 
houses of the Ipes (Institute for Social Housing). On the other hand, the camp, where the Sinti people live is located 
in Bolzano south. As the name “La Spaghettata” explains, it is a place where the authorities did not considered the 
heterogeneity within the different groups. As a consequence no difference between families, culture, origin and 
religion has been made when placing all the families in this area. This is one of the reasons, why the situation 
between the families has become tense and caused an acute situation of degradation between the families. The 
difficult situation in the camp and between the families has turned out to be rather tragic so that most of the families 
have decided to leave the camp in search of other possibilities. The living situation in the Sinti camp, as it is easy to 
follow, cannot only be seen as responsibility of the families who live there, but also of the policies, inappropriate 
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interventions, delegation of responsibilities and communication sometimes "forced" between institutions and the 
local governments (Stadt Bozen, Stiftung Giovanni Micchelucci, 2005). In addition, the ultimate problem is not so 
much the location of the camp, but rather considering the “nomad camp” only as a housing solution, which takes 
into account the spatial location and not the emotional and social aspects which are fundamental elements of what is 
considered as "home". Also because of the tragic situation within the camp, more Sinti people choose moving in 
apartments, even if this solution not always reflects their way of living. In Bolzano, most of the apartments are 
located in Don Bosco, a neighbourhood in the outskirts of the city. This area has special characteristics due to the 
presence of a large number of buildings for social housing. Their construction took place in the nineties and has 
upset the previous morphology and composition of the inhabitants of the territory. The high number of social houses 
in a restricted area lead(s) to a concentration of social vulnerable families (Cammarota et al., 2009). In fact, most of 
the Sinti who live in apartments live in the main streets of this neighbourhood the Via Sassari, Via Allessandria and 
Via Cagliari, called by the Sinti themselves "The Road of the Gypsies." The residential segregation defined by 
social class and ethnicity, has become a widespread phenomenon in most Italian cities, increased by the crisis of the 
national housing policy that is generating serious segregation processes affecting the weakest part of the population. 
This urban policy is a phenomenon that denies the right to an inclusive habitat and therefore denies the right to 
social inclusion (Cammarota et al., 2009). Among the Sinti, the decision to go and live in apartments is sometimes 
perceived as the choice of the lesser evil compared to life in the camp. But most of them, especially the older ones, 
who have lived for the entire life in caravans and are used to live outside, express the desire to find alternative 
housing solutions that are closer to their idea of living. However some young Sinti, often choose consciously to live 
in apartments, because many of them do not even know this "traditional" Sinti life. This traditional way of life is 
reflected in the so-called micro-areas: Their seats are located in the outskirts of the city, near the woods or meadows 
near the city. There are the Sintengri Placi, the places of Sinti (Tauber, 2006, pp. 182-183). These Sintengri Placi lie 
entirely outside the city and detached from the residential areas. They are located near green areas, which for the 
Sinti people have a special meaning. What is important in identifying Sintengri Place, is that they are decent spaces 
which reflect their traditional way of living. Micro areas are living solutions for an extended family with a sense of 
freedom (caravans)- an illusory desire for the future? 
3.2 Overcome the “nomad camps” 
The current policies of most Italian cities do not move towards a policy of participation. From a comparative study 
of several cases in 2009 (Vitale, 2009), there emerges a clear national picture of local policies: Firstly, the category 
nomads is used, which tends to include groups which are very heterogeneous. In the second instance, an ethnic 
connotation that separates these groups from the rest of the population is used. It also denies the possibility of 
dialogue, which is based on the non-recognition of a legitimate representation. The reduction of the instruments of 
public action, as well as a strong spatial segregation of settlements are other elements that characterize the local 
policies (Bezzecchi et al., 2008). Rather than reduce the distance between "us" and "them", these policies often tend 
to reinforce it. Overcoming the camps is not a goal that can be achieved only through an urban response, but there 
must be implemented positive policies that include both urban and social actors. The increasing difficulties 
associated with the context are likely to confirm this attitude and encourage inappropriate behaviours: Today the 
security alarm, which amplifies the rejection of Roma and Sinti and urges administrations to focus on interventions 
involving the control objectives, in the best of the cases the legitimate traditional interventions in terms of 
emergency. Therefore there is a need to design and manage a process of reception, ensuring concrete opportunities 
for a harmonious and respectful social inclusion. This means first of all including a specific project of cultural 
emancipation, based simultaneously on education and the promotion of the recovery of the traditions. What is 
needed is an effective integration into the labour market and the promotion of their traditional crafts. The process of 
overcoming the camps is a work on different sides, deconstructing the plot of marginalization and isolation, 
prejudice, rejection, and deviance. And this is a job that should include various stakeholders: politicians, 
government, social services and persons directly concerned. It is about making visible the Roma and Sinti minorities 
also spatially through a recognition of their culture, their language and their idea of living by recognizing that "the 
house is only a starting point, not a point of arrival" (F.L, 2010). To summarize, strategies in order to encourage 
positive interventions assume the construction of a new “pact” between the local community and the “new” 
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minorities to overcome “traditional” measures in terms of emergency, to stimulate social cohesion at an educational, 
political and social level and to promote long-lasting development and long-term solutions. (Social) learning 
understood as social participation is central to human identity, which focuses on an individual as an active 
participant in the practices of social communities, and in the construction of his or her identity through these 
communities. South Tyrol and in particular its capital is becoming more and more multicultural and more people 
build new lives here. Also in the future the province will have to deal with this reality and not continue to close itself 
behind its autonomy and especially behind the historical problems which cannot be considered as resolved. A 
system that is so strongly inclusive and exclusive at the same time can hardly initiate a real process of inclusion of 
the old and new minorities. In fact, as the results show, the historical background does not help, but perhaps further 
complicates a process that squints toward the inclusion of other cultural and linguistic minorities existing in this 
territory.  
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